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Evaporation of a thin film: Diffusion of the
vapour and Marangoni instabilities
By ERIC SULTAN, AREZKI BOUDAOUD
AND MARTINE BEN AMAR
Laboratoire de Physique Statistique, Ecole Normale Supe´rieure, 24 rue Lhomond, 75231 Paris
Cedex 05, France
(Received 25 April 2005)
The stability of an evaporating thin liquid film on a solid substrate is investigated within
lubrication theory. The heat flux due to evaporation induces thermal gradients; the gener-
ated Marangoni stresses are accounted for. Assuming the gas phase at rest, the dynamics
of the vapour reduces to diffusion. The boundary condition at the interface couples trans-
fer from the liquid to its vapour and diffusion flux. The evolution of the film is governed
by a lubrication equation coupled with the Laplace problem associated with quasi-static
diffusion. The linear stability of a flat film is studied in this general framework. The
subsequent analysis is restricted to diffusion-limited evaporation for which the gas phase
is saturated in vapour in the vicinity of the interface. The stability depends then only on
two control parameters, the capillary and Marangoni numbers. The Marangoni effect is
destabilising whereas capillarity and evaporation are stabilising processes. The results of
the linear stability analysis are compared with the experiments of Poulard et al. (2003)
performed in a different geometry. In order to study the resulting patterns, an amplitude
equation is obtained through a systematic multiple-scale expansion. The evaporation rate
is needed and is computed perturbatively by solving the Laplace problem for the diffusion
of vapour. The bifurcation from the flat state is found to be a supercritical transition.
Moreover, it appears that the non-local nature of the diffusion problem unusually affects
the amplitude equation.
1. Introduction
Since the pioneering studies of Thomson (1855), Marangoni (1865) and Be´nard (1900),
much attention has been devoted to the now called Marangoni instabilities. Thomson and
Marangoni first proposed surface tension gradients as a cause for convection in liquids.
The Marangoni effect consists in the variation of surface tension with temperature or
liquid composition and drives this class of instabilities. The hexagonal patterns observed
by Be´nard (1900) in thin layers heated from below prompted a number of studies (for
reviews, see Davis 1987; Schatz & Neitzel 2001). Recent research in this field has focused
on the correct description of the gas above the fluid layer and of the deformability of
the interface (VanHook et al. 1997; Golovin et al. 1997), or the effect of local heating
(Miladinova et al. 2002; Kalliadasis et al. 2003; Yeo et al. 2003).
Marangoni effect can also be driven by evaporation. Many experimental situations of
interest are reviewed by Berg, Boudart & Acrivos (1966). On the one hand, evapora-
tion generates thermal gradients as the phase transformation requires latent heat. For
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reported festoon instabilities near the contact line while Kavehpour et al. (2002) mea-
sured height fluctuations over the whole drop. Hegseth, Rashidnia & Chai (1996) observed
vigorous interior flow in evaporating droplets of a volatile liquid. On the other hand, in
the case of mixtures, a difference of the evaporation rate between components changes
the relative concentrations at the interface and so generates surface tension gradients.
Fournier & Cazabat (1992); Vuilleumier, Ego, Neltner & Cazabat (1995); Fanton & Caz-
abat (1998); Hosoi & Bush (2001) studied tears of wine and the associated convection
rolls. Nguyen & Stebe (2002) showed instabilities induced by surfactants. This compo-
sition mechanism may enhance evaporation and is therefore useful in drying techniques
(Marra & Huethorst 1991; O’Brien 1993; Matar & Craster 2001).
A comprehensive theoretical stability analysis of evaporating/condensing films was
done by Burelbach, Bankoff & Davis (1988). They included vapour recoil and thermo-
capillarity, but as in subsequent studies (see Oron et al. 1997; Margerit et al. 2003; Merkt
& Bestehorn 2003), the evaporation and condensation are governed by the departure from
thermodynamic equilibrium at the interface. Within this framework evaporation is intrin-
sically destabilising as can be seen in Prosperetti & Plesset (1984) who did not consider
Marangoni stresses. In the case of very thin films (Elbaum & Lipson 1994) microscopic
forces may be destabilising as shown by Samid-Merzel, Lipson & Tannhauser (1998);
Lyushnin, Golovin & Pismen (2002). It is worth noticing here that all models developed
in these papers are one-sided: they do not account for the gas phase dynamics except
through the boundary condition at the interface.
In contrast, Deegan et al. (1997, 1999) showed that evaporation of pinned water
droplets is limited by diffusion of vapour in air, thus they explained the origin of coffee
stains. Cachile et al. (2002) explained their experiments on freely receding evaporating
droplets within the same framework. They also observed the drops of certain fluids to
loose their axisymmetry and the contact line to become wavy (Poulard et al. 2003). These
unexplained instabilities are among the motivations of the present study. In particular,
the established one-sided model would always predict an instability for evaporation.
Our aim here is to generalize the one-sided study of Burelbach et al. (1988) for evapo-
rating thin films by taking into account the diffusion of the vapour. In section 2, we build
a model which includes both thermodynamically determined transfer of the molecules
across the interface and diffusion of vapour in the gas phase. This generalises the two
class of models presented above. We describe the liquid film within lubrication theory
taking into account surface tension gradients and loss of mass. In section 3, we perform
the full linear stability analysis of this system. Then we restrict to the diffusion limited
regime which is relevant for the experiments of Poulard et al. (2003). We find the am-
plitude equation describing patterns above the instability onset. Eventually, in section 4,
we compare our results with the experiments of Poulard et al. (2003).
2. The model
We consider the dynamics of a two-dimensional bi-layered liquid-gas system over a
solid substrate (figure 1). The gas phase is a mixture of an inert gas and of the vapour of
the liquid which is volatile. We assume that the gas phase is not saturated by the vapour
so that the liquid evaporates. The typical corresponding experimental situation is that
of a water layer evaporating in air. The latent heat needed for the phase transformation
drives a heat flux to the interface in the liquid. The induced temperature variations may
generate surface tension gradients.
The model derived below is built on the lubrication approximation for the liquid layer,
and accounts for surface tension variations and loss of mass through evaporation. The
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Figure 1. Geometry of the physical system.
gas phase is at rest; its dynamics is reduced to the diffusion of the vapour in the mixture.
For a complete description of the system, the boundary conditions at the interface are
needed and, in particular, the evaporation rate must be specified. Although this analysis
is focused on evaporating films, it applies to the case of condensation as well.
The physical situation of interest is that of volatile liquids such as water and alkanes
evaporating in air. A compilation of the physical parameters is given in table 1. The
governing equations will be obtained within some approximations, which are relevant to
these liquids and will be justified at the end of this section.
We restrict the study to a two dimensional system which coordinates are x along the
substrate and z in the normal direction (figure 1). The state of the system is determined
by the height h(x, t) of the interface and the density ρ(x, z, t) of vapour in the gas phase
(both are functions of space and time). In the following, we write the equations describing
the flow and heat diffusion in the liquid phase, diffusion in the gas phase and then the
boundary conditions at the interface.
2.1. The liquid film
We consider a very thin film so that we work within the long-wavelength approximation
(lubrication theory) where the typical height H is much smaller than the typical hori-
zontal scale and we neglect gravity. Our starting point for the evolution of the thin film






























where µ is the viscosity of the fluid and γ is the surface tension. The last term in the
brackets comes from the shear stress due to surface tension gradients. The right-hand
side corresponds to the volume loss through evaporation. ρ` is the liquid density, ρv the
vapour density and J the mass flux across the interface. Let J0 be the characteristic
evaporation rate. The ratio vev = J0/ρ` is the relevant velocity scale in the system.
Vapour thrust comes from the back reaction of molecules leaving the liquid into the gas
phase; it is a quadratic effect in the evaporation rate. Other forces such as Van der Waals
are not included.
2.2. Surface tension gradient
To close equation (2.1) we first need to compute the surface tension gradient. We assume
the substrate to be isothermal at a temperature Tsubs. We use the standard linear equation
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of state for the surface tension
γ(T ) = γ0 − |
dγ
dT
|(T − Tsubs). (2.2)
where γ0 = γ(Tsubs). This approximation is accurate on a large temperature range for
most common liquids (not too close from a phase transition). We use the absolute value
of dγ
dT
(T = Tsubs) as surface tension decreases with temperature for most liquids. The
temperature field T (x, z) satisfies the standard convection-diffusion equation in the liquid
which reduces to ∂
2T
∂z2
= 0 in the long-wavelength approximation. Neglecting density,
viscosity, thermal diffusivity and kinetic energy of the gas the energy balance at the




(z = h(x)) = −LvJ
Lv being the vaporisation latent heat per unit mass, κ the thermal conductivity of the
liquid. We obtain
T (z = h(x)) = −
LvJ(x)
κ
h(x) + Tsubs (2.3)
Equations (2.2,2.3) result in












To close the system (2.1,2.4) one has to compute the evaporation rate J .
It will prove useful in the following to find an upper bound for the amplitude of
the temperature variation on the interface. With the help of (2.3), we obtain: ∆T =
LvJ0∆h/κ, ∆h being the height fluctuations. The height fluctuations ∆h are smaller
than H. Thus, the reduced temperature ∆T
Tsubs





the characteristic thickness of the film. From table 2, we see that θ is very small for the
liquids we are interested in.
2.3. The vapour
The gas phase is at rest, so that there is only diffusion of the vapour. We consider the
limit of quasi-static diffusion where the characteristic diffusion time is much smaller than
the characteristic evaporation time H2/D ¿ Hρ`/J0, D being the diffusion coefficient




condition is Pe ¿ 1. Hence, the vapour concentration ρ(x, z, t) (local number of particles
per unit volume in the gas phase) is a solution of Laplace’s equation:
∇









The gas phase is not saturated by the vapour. This condition is enforced by a constant






, z → +∞. (2.6)
Experimentally, either the gas is pumped at the top of the container (Mancini & Maza
2003) or the temperature of a top plate is fixed (VanHook et al. 1997). In both situations,
the gas density is imposed at a certain height above the film, which induces a density
gradient. Here, we impose the value of this gradient assuming that the height of the gas
phase is much larger than other lengths in the system.
To solve (2.5) a boundary condition at the interface is needed. It is obtained in the
next subsection.
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2.4. Evaporation rate
The vapour and the liquid are coupled through the evaporation rate. The kinetic theory
leads to a linear constitutive relation between the mass and the departure from equilib-





(ρeqv (Tint)− ρ|int)n (2.7)
where M is the molecular weight, ρeqv is the density of the gas at the liquid/gas co-
existence, ρ|int = ρ(z = h(x)) is the gas density at the interface, kB is the Boltzmann
constant, α is the accommodation coefficient (close to unity) and n is the outward normal




which is a typical kinetic velocity.
In the gas phase, the vapour mass flux, related to the departure from uniform vapour
density is given by:
J = −D∇ρ. (2.8)
Due to the continuity of the normal evaporative flux at the interface, we have
−D(n ·∇)ρ|int = vth(ρ
eq(Tint)− ρ|int). (2.9)
Writing a linear temperature dependant equation of state and using (2.3), one obtains
for the equilibrium density at the interface:
















(n ·∇)ρ|int = vth(ρ
eq(Tsubs)− ρ|int). (2.10)
This is a mixed boundary condition in the sense that it relates the value of the density
and its normal gradient at the interface. It corresponds to the conservation of the mass
i.e the equality of the evaporation rate and the mass flux in the gas. It includes both
diffusion and transfer across the interface which were used separately in the litterature
(see subsections 2.6, 2.7 and 4.1).
2.5. Governing equations. Non dimensional parameters
For the rescaling of the equations, we choose the typical thickness H of the liquid layer,
the characteristic evaporation time H/vev = Hρ`/J0, the mass flux far from the substrate
J0 and the J0H/D as units, respectively, of length, time, evaporation rate and density
of vapour in the gas phase. We make the substitutions h → Hh˜, x → Hx˜, z → Hz˜,
J → ρ`vevJ˜ , ρ → ρ
























where we have introduced Ca = µvev
γ0
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Water Nonane Octane Heptane Hexane
ρ` (kg/m
3) 1000 717 699 682 656
Lv (J/kg) 2.4 10
6 3.18 105 3.82 105 3.21 105 3.22 105
γ (kg/s2) 7.20 10−2 22.38 10−3 21.77 10−3 20.31 10−3 18.42 10−3
µ (kg/m/s) 8.9 10−4 6.65 10−4 5.08 10−4 3.87 10−4 3.0 10−4
dρeq
dT
(kg/m3/K) 1.4 10−3 1.7 10−3 5.3 10−3 1.1 10−2 2.7 10−2
| dγ
dT
| (kg/s2/K) 1.5 10−4 9.4 10−5 9.53 10−5 9.80 10−5 1.02 10−4
vev (m/s) 0.48 10
−6 0.2 10−6 0.6 10−6 2.2 10−6 6.8 10−6
vth (m/s) 148 52 55 58.8 63.3
κ (kg.m/s3/K) 0.60 1.31 10−1 1.28 10−1 1.23 10−1 1.20 10−1
Dair (m
2/s) 1.9 10−5 3 10−6 3 10−6 3 10−6 3 10−6
Table 1. Values of physical parameters for different fluids at P = 1 atm and T = 25◦C
(Lide 1995): liquid density ρ`, latent heat Lv, surface tension γ, liquid viscosity µ, temperature
derivative of gas density at equilibrium dρ
eq
dT
, temperature derivative of surface tension dγ
dT
,
evaporation velocity vev, thermal (kinetic) velocity vth, thermal conductivity of the liquid κ
and diffusion coefficient of the vapour in air Dair. vev is estimated from the experiments on
evaporating drops Poulard et al. (2003) using the formula vev = j0/R where j0 is the evaporation
parameter and R is the drop radius; the diffusion coefficient in air Dair is roughly estimated











where ∆v is the
volume change associated which the vaporization and ρeq is evaluated using the vapour pressure
at saturation under 1 atm (Lide 1995).
with the two boundary conditions













is called the thermal
expansion number.
The evaporation rate is given by
J˜ = −(n · ∇˜)ρ˜|int (2.14)
which is the non dimensional version of (2.8).
2.6. The one-sided limit
The evolution equation given by Burelbach et al. (1988); Oron et al. (1997) can be
recovered as a particular limit of our model. The case of no diffusion corresponds to the
limit of small Pek. Introducing a new scaling for the density ρˆ = ρ˜Pek/χ, we find that ρˆ
satisfies the Laplace equation (2.12) with the boundary conditions








In the limit Pek → 0, the boundary condition at infinity yields a uniform density distri-


































where J has been eliminated using (2.15). Equation (2.16) is the same as the equation ob-
tained by Burelbach et al. (1988) up to a choice in scalings, when omitting the disjoining
pressure term.
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capillary stresses 0.6 0.6 1.4 4.2 11










































capillarity 2.8 0.6 1.9 9.0 31
Table 2. Typical values for the non-dimensional parameters.
2.7. The pure diffusion limit
We now consider the opposite limit Pek → ∞ which we refer to as diffusion limited
regime. The boundary conditions (2.13) for the Laplace problem (2.12) become





It appears that the gas is saturated in vapour immediately above the interface (in
dimensional quantities, ρ|int = ρ
eq(Tsubs)) and that evaporation is limited by diffusion.
This boundary condition was used in the study of evaporating droplets by Deegan et al.
(1997, 1999); Poulard et al. (2003); Cachile et al. (2002). The Laplace problem has an
electrostatic equivalent: the one of finding the electric potential (ρ) with an imposed
electric field (J0) at infinity and a fixed constant potential on a deformed plane. The
sharp edge effect implies a larger evaporation rate at crests which tends to restore the
flat state so evaporation is a stabilising mechanism in the diffusion limited regime.
2.8. Discussion
The evaluation of the relevant dimensionless parameters for water and different alkanes
(table 2) shows that the limits Pe → 0, θ → 0 and Λ → 0 are reasonable. The smallness of
the Pe´clet number Pe ensures that the time needed to build up the concentration profile
above the film is much smaller than the characteristic time for the motion of the inter-
face, so that stationary diffusion is a good approximation. The smallness of the reduced
temperature θ allows a linear approximation for the gas density at the interface. The
relevant physics is therefore contained in the values of the capillary, the Marangoni, the
kinetic Pe´clet and the thermal expansion numbers (Ca,Ma,Pek, χ). Other mechanisms,
such as molecular interactions, are neglected.
The closed system to be studied consists in the lubrication equation (2.11) coupled
to a Laplace problem (2.12,2.13). This unusual coupling comes from evaporation which
relates the film mass loss to the gradient of the vapour concentration. This induces non-
locality in the lubrication equation as the mass loss is a function of the whole shape
of the interface. To simplify notations, we drop from now on the tildes for the rescaled
variables.
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3. Stability of the flat interface
Equations (2.11,2.12) have as solution for the film thickness h(x, t) = 1 − t and gas
density ρ(x, z, t) = −z + C − (1 − χ/Pek)t with C = (Pek − 1 − χ)/Pek. As this base
state is non stationary, linearisation of the equations gives a non autonomous partial
differential equation, so that standard linear stability (modal) analysis should not apply.
For simplicity, we assume from now on that the base state is h(x, t) = 1 and ρ(x, z, t) =
−z +C, which amounts to adding a volume source vev in the right-hand side of equation
(2.1), as this source compensates exactly for the loss of mass at infinity. This also amounts
to a quasi-steady approximation for which evaporation is sufficiently slow so that the
thickness of the layer remains approximately constant during the growth of unstable
modes.
3.1. Full linear stability analysis
We study the stability of the flat state by seeking solutions of equations (2.11,2.14) in
the form:
h = 1 + δh, ρ = C − z + δρ, J = 1 + δJ.
After linearisation, those equations admit Fourier-mode solutions of wavenumber k and
growth rate Ω: δh = A eΩt eikx+ c.c ( c.c stands for the complex conjugate of the preceding
term); we now compute the corresponding δρ and δJ . To begin with, as a harmonic
function, δρ has to be of the form B eikx e−|k|z + c.c (B is a complex valued function of k),
where the absolute value must be taken in order to ensure vanishing δρ at z → +∞. The




Hence, we can compute B(k)
δρ =
Pek − χ
|k|(χ + 1) + Pek
δh e−|k|(z−1) + c.c.
From (2.14) we get the perturbed evaporation rate δJ = − ∂
∂z
δρ|z=1. Plugging in (2.11)









|k|(χ + 1) + Pek
. (3.1)
Ω(k) is growth rate of the wavenumber k; if Ω(k) > 0, then the perturbation grows and
the corresponding mode is unstable. Evaporation can either stabilise or destabilise large
wavelengths depending on the values of Pek and χ whereas capillarity stabilises short
wavelengths; Marangoni effect drives the instability.
3.2. Transfer rate limited regime: linear stability analysis












meaning that the film is always unstable. This limit was studied in detail by by Burelbach
et al. (1988). In fact, it is a singular limit (the base state has a different form), and
spurious effects arise at k = 0 : equation (3.2) predicts exponential growth of a constant
change in the film thickness. Accounting for the time dependance of the base state as
done by Burelbach et al. (1988) corrects this artifact (it yields in particular Ω(0) = 0)
but does not change the unstable behaviour. Note that such spurious effects do not arise
for the general case corresponding to (3.1) for which Ω(0) = 0.
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Figure 2. Diffusion-limited regime: growth rate Ω of the mode of wave number k (dimensionless
quantities) for three typical value of the Marangoni number Ma. We have chosen here a capillary
number Ca = 10−6.
3.3. Diffusion limited regime: linear stability analysis
We now consider the opposite limit Pek  max{χ, k} which is reasonable given the







k2 − |k|. (3.3)
The last term shows again that evaporation stabilises long wavelengths in this regime
(figure 2). The absolute value of the wavenumber k comes from quasi-static diffusion. Such
a non-analyticity in the dispersion relation is well-known in the context of diffusive growth
(see e.g. Langer 1980). The relevant control parameters are the capillary and Marangoni
numbers. Suppose that Ca is fixed; when the Marangoni number Ma is small, there is
no unstable mode. The first unstable wave number kc (marginally stable mode) appears
when the Marangoni number reaches a critical value Mac such that Ω(k = kc) = 0 and
d









for the critical parameters at the threshold.
The relevance of these results to the experiments is examined in the last section.
3.4. Diffusion limited regime: weakly non-linear analysis
The preceding linear stability analysis shows that the system may become unstable, it
gives the most unstable wavelength and the instability threshold. However, predicting
the nature of the transition or the observed patterns requires a more refined treatment.
For instance, if the transition is discontinuous, the pattern might be very different from
the linearly most unstable mode. This is why we perform a weakly nonlinear analysis
close to the critical point. It is restricted to the diffusion limited regime (equations 2.11
and 2.12,2.17).
In this analysis, nonlinear contributions to the evaporation rate are needed; they are
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computed in appendix A:















































































where H is the Hilbert transform (appendix B). Each successive correction to the base
state is an integro-differential transform of the interface profile h; this comes from the
non-local nature of the Laplace problem.
We use a multi-scale expansion which is valid when the spatial Fourier spectrum of
h(x, t) is concentrated around kc (see e.g Manneville 1990). We look for an equation of
evolution for the slowly varying function A(X, T ) such that h(x, t) = A(X, T ) exp(ikcx)+
c.c. Formally, we use  as an expansion parameter. We assume that h is a function of both
the fast scales x, t and the slow scales X = x, T = 2t. This choice for the slow scales
is the natural one given that Ω(k) is maximum at kc. We consider the neighbourhood of
the marginal stability and we rescale the control parameter as
Ω(kc) = 
2ω(kc).
From the chain rule for differentiation, we make the replacements
∂x → ∂x + ∂X , ∂t → ∂t + 
2∂T .
We also assume that h can be expanded as
h(x, t) = 1 + h1(x, t) + 
2h2(x, t) + · · ·
The procedure to obtain the amplitude equation (equation for A(X, T )) is quite stan-
dard and is detailed in appendix C. However the present case has the peculiarity that
the expansion must be pursued up to order 6 as h1 is found to vanish. This is due to
the coupling between the evaporation rate and the k = 0 eigenmodes of the linearised
evolution operator.
Taking the rescalings X → X/kc and T → T/kc, neglecting terms of order k
2
c and
























































As far as we are aware of, this non-local kind of amplitude equation has not been derived
before. The non-local terms are important for large amplitude patterns or for finite size
systems.
The solution A = 0 of the amplitude equation becomes unstable when σ > 0 (which
is consistent with the linear stability). When σ > 0, there are stationary solutions of
the form A(X, T ) = A0 exp(iQX) with σ = 45/8 |A0|
2 + 3/2 Q2 + 2 Q3 + 1/2 Q4. They
correspond to a stationary pattern with thickness fluctuation h(x, t) = A0 exp{i(kc +
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Q)x}, which is modulated around the critical wavenumber kc. Thus, as the prefactor
of |A|2A is negative, the transition from the flat state (A = 0) to a state with height
fluctuations is a supercritical (continuous) pitchfork bifurcation in contrast with the
studies of Krishnamoorthy et al. (1995),VanHook et al. (1997) or Thiele & Knobloch
(2004) on heated fluid layers.
4. Discussion
4.1. Transfer rate limited versus diffusion limited evaporation
We obtained (2.9) as a boundary condition prescribed at the interface combining both
the transfer rate across the interface and the diffusion of the vapour in the gas phase. This
boundary condition might be simplified in two distinct limits according to the values of
the kinetic Pe´clet number and the thermal expansion number. These two limits have been
used separately in the literature; however, it has been overlooked that they fall within a
general framework, although Margerit et al. (2003) have treated vapour diffusion in the
case of no evaporation.
In the first limit, Pek ¿ min{χ, k, kχ}, the evaporation process is limited by the
transfer of molecules across the interface. The diffusion of the vapour can be ignored
and the classical Hertz-Knudsen (2.7) relation gives the evaporation rate. It is worth
noticing here that transfer-limited evaporation is always destabilising, if the free surface
undergoes a small shape perturbation, liquid portions that are closer to (resp. farther
from) the substrate evaporate faster (resp. slower) and the disturbance is amplified. The
so-called one-sided models for evaporating layers (Prosperetti & Plesset 1984; Burelbach
et al. 1988; Samid-Merzel et al. 1998; Lyushnin et al. 2002; Margerit et al. 2003; Merkt
& Bestehorn 2003) correspond to this limit as they do not consider the dynamics of the
gas phase and so discard vapour diffusion.
In the second limit, Pek À max{χ, k}, the evaporation process is limited by the
diffusion of the vapour in the gas phase. The gas phase is saturated in vapour immediately
above the interface and the evaporation flux is given by the Fick relation (2.8). The
electrostatic analogue of the Laplace problem for the vapour density, and the related
sharp edge effect (Deegan et al. 1997) show that the evaporation rate is larger at bumps
hence diffusion limited evaporation is stabilising. The study of evaporating droplets by
Deegan et al. (1999) and Cachile, Benichou, Poulard & Cazabat (2002) fall within this
approximation.
It appears that this second limit is of large validity. Indeed, the ratio Pek/χ which
depends only on the nature of the fluid is the range 4–70 for the fluids considered here,
whereas Pek > 1 (a more restrictive condition) as soon as the thickness is larger than
D/vth ∼ 0.1 µm, which is the thickness scale determined by the diffusivity of vapour D
and the thermal velocity vth.
4.2. Comparison with experiments on evaporating droplets
We turn now to the experimental relevance of our analysis. Despite the number of the-
oretical studies on evaporating thin films, very few experiments have been conducted.
Redon et al. (1992), Kavehpour et al. (2002) and Poulard et al. (2003) observed instabili-
ties in the shape of evaporating droplets. In the first set of experiments (Kavehpour et al.
2002; Redon et al. 1992), the spreading of drops of silicon oils was studied. As silicon
oils have a very low volatility, evaporation rate is small and the shear stress associated
with the spreading is important. In the second set of experiments (Poulard et al. 2003)
evaporation sets the velocity scale. This is why we focus on this latter set. We stress that
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Ca Ma Mac(Ca) Mac/Ma
Water 5.90 10−9 6.66 10−7 8.59 10−6 12.9
Nonane 5.94 10−9 2.89 10−7 8.60 10−6 30
Octane 1.4 10−8 1.10 10−6 1.52 10−5 13.8
Heptane 4.19 10−8 3.76, 10−6 3.16 10−5 8.4
Hexane 1.11 10−7 1.33 10−5 6.05 10−5 4.55
Table 3. Values of the control parameters (Ca,Ma) for different volatile fluids and
comparison with the instability threshold in the diffusion limited regime.
this paper so that only a semi-quantitative comparison between the experiments and the
present theory is possible.
Poulard et al. (2003) studied receding evaporating drops of water and alkanes on
smooth substrates. The data in tables 1 and 2 corresponds to this experimental situation.
For water, heptane and hexane the drop looses its axisymmetry and develops a regular
wavy pattern near the contact line : the height fluctuates with a well-defined wavenumber.
No instabilities are observed neither with octane nor nonane. We now compare with
the stability analysis in the diffusion limited regime (3.4). This comparison requires
the choice of a thickness lengthscale; we retain the typical thickness of the unstable
region, h ∼ 200 nm. We estimate the typical evaporation rate in this zone using J(r) =
J0/
√
1− (r/R)2 (Deegan et al. 1999), R is the drop radius and r is the distance to
the drop axis. In the experiments, the radius R is of order 0.5 mm and the size of the
unstable zone is R − r ∼ 5 µm. According to table 3 droplets of all fluids are stable.
Because of the difference in geometries we cannot conclude directly on the stability. We
should only compare the relative values of the ratio Mac/Ma between different fluids.
This ratio is of order one meaning that the distance to the threshold is small. Moreover,
the fluids can be sorted from the less stable to the most stable as: hexane, heptane,
water, octane and nonane. This compares well with the experiments: festoon patterns
have been observed with hexane, heptane and water and none with octane and nonane.
However, caution should be taken with water as evaporating droplets of water have an
anomalous retraction velocity (Poulard et al. 2003). Equation (3.4) gives as wavelengths
λHeptane ' 320 µm and λWater ' 600 µm which are an order of magnitude larger than
the experimental λHeptane ' 50 µm and λWater ' 30 µm. To summarize, the comparison
with experiments is satisfying as we predict an instability threshold in contrast with the
one-sided model (see section 3.2), and we find that the stability increases with the weight
of the alkane.
4.3. Main results
In this paper, we constructed a two-sided model for evaporating thin liquid films. In
order to predict quantitatively the evaporation rate, we have considered both transfer
rate across the interface and diffusion of the vapour in the gas phase. The experiments
of Poulard et al. (2003) motivated the study of the regime for which evaporation is
diffusion-limited. In this context, the system describing the evolution of the height profile
h couples the lubrication of the substrate by the thin film to the diffusion of its vapour in
the gas phase. Using a linear stability analysis, we predicted an instability threshold and
classified the stability for different liquids, in agreement with the experiments. The results
of the linear stability analysis are not too far from Poulard et al. (2003) experiments on
evaporating droplets. To push the comparison further, it would be interesting to perform
experiments on extended flat films. The weakly nonlinear analysis lead to the prediction
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of a continuous transition from the flat state, so that the formation of dry patches is not
expected in the diffusion limited regime.
Moreover, the diffusion equation confers a non-local aspect to the dynamics of the film
which is found to persist in the amplitude equation (3.6) established within a weakly
nonlinear study. This property was unexpected and contrasts with Friedrichs & Engel
(2003) results on the Rosensweig instability of magnetic fluids; it originates from the
presence of uniform profiles in the null-space of the linearised evolution operator (see
appendix C).
This study suggests investigation of more complicated situations such as when both
transfer rate and diffusion of the vapour are important (i.e. when Pek has a finite value),
in the non-linear regime. As analytical extensions to the present study seem difficult,
numerical computations of the complete two-sided model would allow the investigation
of effects such as the non-stationary of the base state, the finite extension of the system,
three dimensional patterns or the geometry of a droplet. Consequences of the non-local
terms should also be interesting to further study.
We are very grateful to Anne-Marie Cazabat and Christophe Poulard for getting us
intersted in the stability of evaporating droplets.
Appendix A. The evaporative flux. Electrostatic analogy.
This appendix is devoted to the perturbative treatment of the Laplace problem asso-
ciated with the diffusion limited regime

∇
2ρ = 0 (z > h(x))
ρ(x, h(x)) = 0
∂ρ
∂z
(x, z = +∞) = −1
where h = h(x) is a given regular (bounded and differentiable) function. Precisely, the
point is to compute −(n · ∇)ρ|z=h(x)+ .
A.1. Vortex sheet formalism
Using electrostatic terminology, the problem is to find the electric field J immedi-
ately above a deformed charged plane. Introducing a superficial charge distribution
ρ = σ(x)δ(z − h(x)) (δ(z − a) is a Dirac mass concentrated at the point z = a), one




(x − x′)ex + (z − h(x
′))ez
(x − x′)2 + (z − h(x′))2




2 dx being the arc-length element.
At the interface, two boundary conditions are prescribed. To begin with, according to
Gauss theorem, the field has a normal discontinuity
(J+ − J−) · n = 2piσ (A 2)
where J+ (resp. J−) stands for the field just above (resp. below) the interface z =
h(x). Moreover, the tangential component has to vanish in order to fulfil the condition
ρ(x, h(x)) = 0:
J
+ · t = J− · t = 0 (A 3)
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PV) of the integral in order to get a well defined expression. This regularised integral is
equal to the half-sum of J+ and J− so that the conditions (A 2,A 3) may be rewritten
as:










−dhdx(x) + φ(x, x
′)







1 + dhdx (x)φ(x, x
′)
1 + φ(x, x′)2
d`(x′) = 0 (A 5)
with φ(x, x′) = h(x)−h(x
′)
x−x′ and J
+ = J+ · n = ‖J+‖.
A.2. Perturbative treatment
The general relation (A 5) implicitly gives the superficial charge σ as a function of h. Since
the inversion is not possible analytically, we assume that the deflection from the flat plane
h is weak; we introduce a small parameter η such as h is replaced by ηh (a possible choice
is to set η = supx |h(x)|) and write a perturbative expansion σ = σ
(0)+ησ(1)+η2σ(2)+. . ..
The η = 0 contribution corresponds to the plane interface for which the field is uniform;
the boundary condition J(x, z = +∞) = J (0)ez readily gives σ
(0) = J (0)/pi. Solving





























where H is the Hilbert transform (see Appendix B).
The remaining step is simply to plug (A 6) into (A 4). Without having to compute
further terms for σ(x), we can express the evaporative flux expansion up to O(h4).
Setting η = 1, we find



















































































that is, the formula (3.5).
Appendix B. Hilbert transform
B.1. Definition and basic properties












where we have taken the Cauchy principal value (symmetric limit) at x′ = x. Useful
properties are commutation with linear differential operators and the inversion relation
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H−1 = −H. With this definition, the Hilbert transform is not defined for constant func-
tions. However, one can remove the divergence at infinity by taking the principal values
both at x and at infinity; the result is then H[Cst] = 0. (Note that the inversion formula
is not valid for constants.)
B.2. Hilbert transform and slow space varying amplitude
In the weakly non-linear analysis, we have to compute quantities of the formH[A(x) eikx],
with 0 <   1. We want here to show that, up to a very good precision (for  sufficiently
small), we have the relation
H[A(x) eikx] = A(x)H[ eikx] (k 6= 0) (B 1)
which means that the action of the Hilbert transform on a slowly modulated Fourier
mode does not introduce, except if k = 0, non-localities (see Friedrichs & Engel 2003).
In the next appendix, we make a substantial use of this property.
Since A(x) = A(x) varies significantly only if x has a variation of order 1/, the
Fourier transform Aˆ of A must be negligible outside of (−, ).
Let’s first assume that the support of Aˆ (that is, the domain where it has non zero
values) is included in (−, ). Then, using H[ eikx] = i sgn(k) eikx (sgn(k) = 1 if k > 0),
we have
H[A(x) e




′) sgn(k′ + k) eik
′x.
Thus, (B 1) is proofed if we suppose |k| > , that is, if  is small enough.
If Aˆ = 0 does not vanish outside of (−, ), one can show that, under the same




Appendix C. Weakly non linear analysis
Here we detail the weakly non linear analysis leading to the amplitude equation (3.6).




Plugging (3.5) into the lubrication equation (2.11), we obtain a closed integro-differential
equation for the height profile h. We assume that h is a function of x, X, t, T (fast and
slow scales) and admits the expansion h = h(1) + 2h(2) + · · · . The derivatives are
substituted according to
∂x → ∂x + ∂X , ∂t → ∂t + 
2∂T . (C 2)
It is convenient to separate the evolution operator into its linear contributions L and
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Note that the null-space of Lc contains slow space varying height profiles (i.e. functions




(1) = 0. (C 3)
Using (B 1), the solution is
h(1) = (A11(X, T ) e
ikcx + c.c) + A10(X, T )
kc being the critical wavenumber given by the linear stability analysis.
Order 2:
The equation has the form
Lch
(2) = −L(1)h(1) −N (2)(h(1)) (C 4)
The non-linear term contains a k = 0 mode. As the right-hand side of (C 4) must be
orthogonal to the null space of Lc, it implies h(1) = 0. Thus, Lch(2) = 0, hence h(2) =
(A21(X, T ) e
ikcx + c.c) + A20(X, T ).
Order 3:
N (3) = 0 as h(1) = 0:
Lch
(3) = −L(1)h(2). (C 5)
Again, right-hand side of (C 5) has to be orthogonal to the null space of Lc, so we have
A20 = 0. Hence, h
(3) = (A31(X, T ) e
ikcx + c.c) + A30(X, T ).
Order 4:
Lch
(4) = −L(2)h(2) −L(1)h(3) −N (4)(h(2)). (C 6)
The non linear term is:
N (4)(h(2)) = (f4A
2
21 e
2ikcx + c.c)− k2cA21A21
























2Ca (1 + 3kc)
)
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−ω(kc)A21 + α∂
2
XA21 + ∂T A21 = 0. (C 8)
The solution to (C 6) is
h4 = (A42(X, T ) e
2ikcx + c.c) + (A41(X, T ) e







(5) = −L(3)h(2) −L(2)h(3) −L(1)h(4) −N (5)(h(2), h(3)). (C 9)
It is convenient to decompose the non-linear term:
N (5)(h(2)) = (N52 e
2ikcx + c.c) + (N51 e
ikcx + c.c) +N50,
where

























































Imposing again that the restriction of the right-hand side of (C 9) to the null space of Lc
has to vanish and using (C 7), we get
iβ∂3XA21 +
{




H[|A21|2] = 0 (C 10)
and
∂XH[A40] = (−ω(kc) + ∂T )A30 +
Ma
2Ca
∂2XA30 +N50. (C 11)
with β = 43Ca kc −
Ma
2Ca .
The solution at this order is
h5 = (A52(X, T ) e
2ikcx + c.c) + (A51(X, T ) e





Even if (C 10) is non-linear in A21, it does not give the nature of the bifurcation. This
is why we carry on computations to next order.
Order 6:
Lch
(6) = −L(4)h(2) −L(3)h(3) −L(2)h(4) −L(1)h(5) −N (6)(h(2), h(3), h(4)). (C 12)
We only need the part of N (6) of wavenumber kc:
N61 = f6A21A42 + g6A21∂XHA30 + ij6A21∂XA30
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After solving equations (C 7,C11) for A30 and A40, we use the solvability condition that
the right-hand side of (C 12) is orthogonal to the null space of Lc and we obtain an
equation for A41. Introducing
A = A11 + 
2A21 + 
3A31 + 
4A41 + · · · ,
the last equation for A41 can be re-summed with equations (C 8,C 10) for A21 and A31.
Using the inverse transformations of (C 1,C 2), we finally obtain the amplitude equation

































































































hence the simplification (3.6). Note that (C 13) is valid only if A(X, T ) vanishes at X =
∞, so that Hilbert transforms H are well defined. In contrast with standard weakly
non-linear analysis, this equation is non-local.
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Diffusion limited evaporation of thin polar liquid films
Eric Sultan (sultan@lps.ens.fr), Arezki Boudaoud and Martine Ben Amar
Laboratoire de Physique Statistique de l’Ecole Normale Supe´rieure
24, rue Lhomond, 75231 PARIS Cedex 05, France
Abstract. The stability of evaporating very thin films of a polar liquid is investigated. The microscopic
interaction with the substrate and capillarity are taken into account in a lubrication equation. The
stability of a flat interface is studied when evaporation is limited by the diffusion of the vapour in the
gas phase. The evaporation rate is computed and evaporation is shown to be stabilizing. A stability
phase diagram is obtained. A weakly non linear analysis leads to a film thickness amplitude equation
that is non local in space. Physical consequences of the results are eventually discussed.
Keywords: evaporation, linear stability, lubrication, non-local amplitude equation, spinodal decom-
position, thin films
1. Introduction
The practical importance of thin liquid films and the numerous fundamental ques-
tions they raise has stimulated many experimental and theoretical studies (e. g. see
Oron et al. [1]). In particular, the evaporation of thin films is of interest in drying
technologies, and many instabilities driven by evaporation are still unexplained. For
instance, evaporation of droplets leads (through Marangoni effects) to destabilizing
surface tension gradients near the contact line: Redon et al. [2], Poulard et al. [3]
observed the contact line to become wavy, while Kavehpour et al. [4] measured drop
height waves. Marangoni instabilites can also result from the evaporation of a solute
as shown by Hosoi and Bush [5] who re-examined the experiment of Fournier et al. [6].
Their analysis, as that of O’Brien [7] for a different geometry, assumed a simple form
for the rate of evaporation of the solute. However, when there is no air convection,
vapour diffuses through air and the evaporation is diffusion limited as has been shown
by Deegan et al. [8] for pinned evaporating water droplets.
Evaporation of very thin films is even more complicated as they can interact with
the substrate through van der Waals forces and electrostatic forces. Experiments on
evaporating thin films of water were performed by Elbaum and Lipson [9], who observed
the nucleation of thin patches in thicker films. The stability of these thin films has been
studied theoretically by Burelbach et al. [10], Samid-Merzel et al. [11] and Lyushnin et
al. [12]. They assumed the rate of evaporation to be proportional to the difference of
chemical potential between the liquid and its vapour, and neglected diffusion of vapour
in the gas phase. In contrast, we focus here on the evaporation of very thin liquid films
of polar liquids in the case where the diffusion of vapour is important. In section 2, we
formulate general equations describing the film evolution and we simplify them when
evaporation is diffusion limited. In section 3, we solve the diffusion problem for a nearly
c© 2005 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands.
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Figure 1. Model geometry: an evaporating thin liquid film over a solid substrate. The position of the
interface with the gas is defined by h(x, t) and the rate of evaporation is J .
flat film. In section 4, we study the linear and the weakly non linear stability of a flat
film. In the last section, we conclude by discussing the consequences of our results.
2. The model
2.1. Situation of interest
Our aim is to provide a theoretical description of evaporating thin films of polar liquids
when molecular forces are important, and to account for the diffusive dynamics of the
vapour in the surrounding gas phase. This situation is illustrated for instance by the
experiments of Elbaum and Lipson [9]: water films of typical thickness h0 ' 10 nm
evaporating in a chamber of millimetric size (x0 ' 1 mm); evaporation leads to a
decrease in thickness at a velocity of order ve ' 1 nm/s.
We consider the dynamics of a two-dimensional bi-layered liquid-gas system over
a solid substrate (figure 1). A two dimensional geometry is not a restriction for the
present linear and weakly non-linear study: a priori all horizontal directions are equiv-
alent, but one of them is selected at the growth of the instability (when the system is
unstable). The polar liquid exchanges mass with its vapour which may diffuse in the
gas phase. The gas phase is not saturated by the vapour, which drives evaporation.
The state of the system is determined by the height h(x, t) of the interface and the
concentration c(x, z, t) of vapour in the gas phase (both are functions of space and
time). In the following, we restrict our analysis to the long wavelength limit where the
typical height h0 is much smaller than the typical horizontal scale x0. We write the
equations describing the liquid phase, the gas phase and then the proper boundary
conditions.
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Figure 2. Disjoining pressure: additional pressure for a thin film interacting with a substrate, as a
function of the film thickness. For a polar fluid P (h) may become non monotonic, which suggests an
instability.
2.2. The liquid film
The long wavelength limit leads to the usual lubrication equation. Here, the film is
thin enough to interact with the substrate. Van der Waals and electrostatic forces (in
the case of a polar liquid) give a correction called the disjoining pressure P (h) to the
capillary pressure (see e. g. Sharma and Jameel [13]). For a non polar liquid which
wets the substrate, P (h) is an increasing function of h as van der Waals forces are
attractive. Electrostatic forces are usually repulsive. Thus, the interplay between the
two forces can result in a disjoining pressure that is a non monotonic function of the
film thickness (figure 2). One expects thicknesses corresponding to decreasing disjoining
pressure to be unstable. The corresponding phenomenon in three dimensions is the
spinodal decomposition of a fluid, that is the demixing into two distinct phases (gas and
liquid) at the limit of metastability. We will consider the vicinity of a thickness h0 in the
unstable region and linear approximation P (h) = P (h0)− α(h− h0), (α ' 10
11 N/m4
for water, [11]). The exact form is given in [13], but our formulation is very general and
could be applied if other microscopic forces act on the liquid, the physics giving the
value of the coefficient α. Gravity is negligible as the thickness h0 is microscopic and
thus much smaller than the capillary length. The liquid has a viscosity µ (10−3 Pa.s
for water), a density ρ (number of particles per unit volume) and the surface tension of



























J is the liquid rate of evaporation at the interface (number of evaporating particles per
unit surface and unit time).
Here we have neglected temperature fluctuations. If κ = 0.6 kg.m/K/s3 is the ther-
mal conductivity of water and L = 2.4 106 J/kg its vaporisation latent heat, then the
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temperature gradient ∆T/h is given by κ∆T/h = LJ0, hence a very small temperature
fluctuation ∆T ' 4 10−8 K. Thus we may safely neglect Marangoni effects. Moreover,
evaporation is very slow, so that it is reasonable not to take into account vapour thrust.
2.3. The vapour
Vapour diffuses in the gas phase; the diffusion coefficient is D ' 10−5 m2/s. If there is
convection in the gas, the convective velocity vC has to be compared to the diffusive
one vD = D/x0 ' 1 cm/s. From the Stokes equations, the scale of vC can be estimated
as vC ' g δρ x
2
0/ηg, g being the gravity acceleration, δρ ' DJ0x0 ' 10
−12 kg/m3 the
variation in vapour density and ηg ' 10
−5 Pa/s the gas viscosity, leading to vC '
10−11 m/s ¿ vD so convection is negligible. Moreover, as the evaporation velocity ve
is very small compared to vD, we consider the limit of quasi-static diffusion. Hence the
vapour concentration c(x, z, t) (number of particles per unit volume in the gas phase)
is a harmonic function:







being the 2D Laplacian operator. The gas phase is not saturated by the






, z → +∞. (3)
At large length scales, the film is flat so the mass flux J(z À h0) is vertical and does
not depend on x. The boundary condition at the interface is discussed hereafter.
2.4. The interface
The rate of transfer of particles through the interface is proportional to the difference
between the chemical potential of the vapour µv and that of the liquid µl (as given
by the kinetic theory of gases, see [10]) and to the normal gradient of the vapour
concentration at the interface:






β ' 3 1025 s/kg/m is a parameter which can be estimated from the kinetic theory of
gases. Let δµ ' 4 10−21J be the typical magnitude of the chemical potentials difference.
The vapour concentration is of order c0 ' 3 10
25 m−3. Using µl = δµ µ˜l, µv = δµ µ˜v
and ∂c/∂n = c0/h0(∂/∂n˜)c˜, the non dimensional form of equation (4) is







In references [10, 12, 11], diffusion of vapour was neglected. This corresponds to E ¿
1, hence ∂c/∂n = 0 and the evaporation rate is J = β(µl − µv). Using the typical
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values given above, one obtains E ' 105, so we investigate the opposite case for which
E À 1 and where evaporation is limited by diffusion of the vapour in the gas phase.
In this limit, the chemical potentials are equal µl = µv. Using references [13, 11],
µv = kBT ln(c/c0), kB being the Boltzmann constant and T the temperature, while
µl = −(αh + γ∂
2h/∂x2)/ρ, ρ being the liquid density. We consider here the limit
such that (αh + γ∂2h/∂x2)/(ρkBT ) ' 10
−5 ¿ 1, i. e. the variations in c are small
with respect to c0, so that the boundary condition on the vapour concentration at the
interface becomes
c = c0, z = h(x, t). (5)
Thus the Laplacian problem for the vapour concentration is well-posed. Moreover, the




, z = h(x, t). (6)
2.5. Non dimensional equations
We use h0 as unit of length, h0ρ/J0 as unit of time and J0h0/D as unit of vapour
concentration. Keeping the same notations for the non dimensional quantities as for
their physical counterparts, we make the substitutions
h→ h0h, x→ h0x, t→ (h0ρ/J0)t, c→ c0 + (J0h0/D)c, J → J0J, (7)
in the lubrication equation, the Laplace equation and the boundary conditions. First,


























(z = h(x, t), t) = −J. (8)










which measures the importance of microscopic forces. Their typical values are respec-
tively Ca ' 10−11 and Π ' 107.
The reduced vapour concentration is the solution of the following Laplacian problem
∆c = 0, z > h(x, t), c(h(x, t), t) = 0,
∂c
∂z
(z = +∞, t) = −1, (11)
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which is solved in the next section.
3. The Laplacian problem for the vapour concentration
In this section, we show how to solve the Laplace problem (11) and compute the
evaporation rate for a nearly flat interface. The lubrication equation (1) is obtained as
an approximation of the Stokes equations to order three in the height profile h (see e.g.
the asymptotic derivation in [1]). So we compute the evaporation rate to order 3 in the
height perturbation. For other applications, computation to higher orders is possible
along the same lines.
3.1. The vapour concentration
We formally rewrite the Laplacian problem (11) as
∆c(x, z) = 0, z > h(x), c(²h(x, t)) = 0,
∂c
∂z
(x, z = +∞) = −1. (12)
² is a formal small parameter for the expansion in powers of h(x, t). We assume the
form
c = c0 + ²c1 + ²
2c2 + . . . (13)
for the field c, each cn being a harmonic function. At order 0, the solution is simply
linear :
c0 = −z. (14)









so that, up to order 3 in ²,
0 = c0(x, 0) + ²
{


































+ . . . (15)
 Kﬃ,.*ﬃﬀ  0  	 0*6"	 0      3A 	+ 




Diffusion limited evaporation of thin polar liquid films 7
Now the problem (12) consists of finding the harmonic functions cn, with n = 1, 2, 3 · · ·
which satisfy ∂c/∂z(x, +∞) = 0 and the order n of the boundary condition (15) which
is expressed at a flat boundary z = 0.




dkF [h](k) eikx−|k|z = F−1(e−|k|z F [h]). (16)
The x-Fourier transform of a function f(x) is defined as




dx f(x) e−ikx .
Order ²2: The boundary condition (15) is rewritten as
c2(x, 0) = −h(x)
∂c1
∂z
(x, 0) = F−1(F [h])F−1(|k|F [h])
Introducing convolutions (denoted as ∗), this leads to
c2(x, z) = F
−1(e−|k|z{F [h] ∗ (|k|F [h])}). (17)
Order ²3: The boundary condition (15) is rewritten as
c3(x, 0) = h(x)F
























Thus we have found the concentration of vapour up to order 3 in the height.
3.2. The evaporation rate
The evaporation rate is given by













c was computed in the previous section. The expansion in powers of ² is similar to that
in equation (15). The calculations are done with a substantial use of the property






	  ,  $ ﬃ   	ﬃ 0 1) )5!3  (3 	 0*+6 ?1)C5 	 .	1)I ﬃ 5ﬂ 	!$
8 Sultan, Boudaoud and Ben Amar












where Cauchy principal values are taken for the integral.













































































This equation combined with equation (8) gives an integro-partial-differential equation
for the evolution of the film thickness h. This is not surprising for a free boundary
problem with a Laplacian or a diffusion field.
4. Stability of a film of uniform thickness
4.1. Linear stability
Equations (8-11) have as solution for the film thickness h(x, t) = 1 − t. As this base
state is non stationary, linearization of the equations gives a non autonomous PDE,
so that standard linear stability (modal) analysis should not apply. For simplicity, we
assume from now on that the base state is h(x, t) = 1, which amounts to adding a
volume source ρJ0 to equation (1), as this source compensates exactly for the loss of
mass through evaporation. It also amounts to a stability study of the time-dependant
base state h(x, t) = 1− t in the frozen frame.
We set h(x, t) → 1 + h(x, t) in (8,20). The linear part of the evolution operator for



















This operator has eigenmodes of growth rate Ω and wavenumber k: h(x, t) = A exp(Ωt+







k2 − |k|. (22)
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Figure 3. Top: growth rate Ω(k) of perturbations of wavelength k, for a capillary number Ca = 10−3
and three values of the van der Waals number Π. Bottom: stability diagram of a flat film.
This shows that the interaction with the substrate is destabilizing as could be expected
when considering the decreasing part of the disjoining pressure (see figure 3), whereas
both evaporation and capillarity are stabilizing (first and last term of right-hand side of
the equation). The electrostatic analog of the Laplace problem (11) helps understanding
why evaporation is stabilizing: the electrostatic potential (the concentration) is constant
at the surface of a conductor; the electric field (the evaporation rate) is larger at bumps;
so evaporation decreases the height of bumps. Typical growth rates Ω(k) are shown in
figure (3). The limit of stability is reached when there is one (and only one) marginally
stable mode (Ω(k = kc) = 0 and Ω









The uniform film is unstable when Π > Πc(Cac) or when Ca > Cac(Πc). The corre-
sponding stability diagram is shown in figure (3). With the values of the capillary and
Van der Waals numbers given earlier, the film is unstable; the resulting pattern has a
wavelength of the order of 10 µm, as observed in [9]. This stability analysis suggests
a pattern of wavenumber kc. However, a nonlinear study is required to predict the
patterns when the flat film is unstable.
4.2. Weakly non linear analysis
We now proceed to the weakly non linear analysis to find an amplitude equation for
h(x, t). We use a multi-scale expansion which is valid when the spatial Fourier spectrum
of h(x, t) is concentrated around kc (see Manneville [15, Chapter 8]). We look for
an equation of evolution for the slowly varying function A(X, T ) such that h(x, t) =
A(X, T ) exp(ikcx)+ c.c. ( c.c. stands for the complex conjugate of the preceding term).
Formally, we use ² as an expansion parameter (this parameter has nothing to do with
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and the slow scales X = ²x, T = ²2t. This choice for the slow scales is the natural one
given that Ω(k) is maximum at kc. We consider the neighbourhood of the marginal
stability and we rescale the control parameter as
Ω(kc) = ²
2ω(kc).
From the chain rule for differentiation we must make the replacements
∂x → ∂x + ²∂X , ∂t → ∂t + ²
2∂T .
We also assume that h can be expanded as
h(x, t) = ²h1(x, t) + ²
2h2(x, t) + · · ·
The procedure to obtain the amplitude equation (equation for A(X, T )) is quite
standard and is detailed in appendix B. However the present case has the peculiarity
that the expansion must be pursued up to order 6 as h1 is found to vanish. This is
due to the coupling between the evaporation rate and the k = 0 eigenmodes of Lc. In
the limit kc ¿ 1 which is consistent with lubrication theory, and after the rescaling
X → X/kc and T → T/kc, the amplitude equation reads




















The solution A = 0 of the amplitude equation becomes unstable when p > 0 (which
is consistent with the linear stability). When p > 0, there is a family of stationary
solutions indexed by the wavenumber Q: A(X, T ) = A0 exp(iQX), A0 being given by
p = 6|A0|
2 + 3/2 Q2 + 2 Q3 + 1/2 Q4. They correspond to a stationary pattern with
thickness fluctuation h(x, t) = A0 exp{i(kc + ²Q)x}, which is modulated around the
critical wavenumber kc. Thus, as the prefactor of |A|
2A is negative, the transition from
the flat state (A = 0) to a state with height fluctuations is a supercritical (continuous)
pitchfork bifurcation.
4.3. Non-localities and secondary instabilities
We have simplified the amplitude equation (B 11, appendix B) in the limit kc → 0 to
obtain (24); at finite kc, unusually it is an integro-differential equation which is well
posed only if A(X, T ) vanishes quickly at |X| = +∞. In order to illustrate the role the
non local terms, we keep the simplest one, that is 3iH[|A|2]A. This term does not affect
the stationnary states nor the nature of the bifurcation as H[|A|2] = 0. We also drop,
for simplicity, the third and fourth spatial derivatives of the amplitude (this amounts
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Figure 4. Stability diagram of the stationary pattern (control parameter p vs. wavenumber Q) as
deduced from equation (26): with the non local term (left) and without (right). The flat film is stable
only below the grey area. The pattern with wavenumber kc + Q is stable only above the grey area.
None of them is stable in the grey area.
to an expansion at lowest order in the wavenumber and does not affect the nature of
the secondary instabilites) so that we study the model equation:






It has A0 exp(iQX) as a stationary solution provided p = 6|A|
2 + 3/2 Q2 (and so
p > 3/2 Q2).
We study the linear stability of the stationary pattern by perturbing it with a
different wavenumber:
A(X, T ) = A0e
iQX + (a ei(Q+q)X + b ei(Q−q)X) esT (27)
where s is the growth rate and q the reduced wavenumber of the perturbation. The
two terms are needed in the perturbation because of the non linear coupling between
modes: Q + Q− (Q + q) → Q− q. Linearization of equation (26) gives an equation for
the perturbation growth rate
s2 +
(
3 Q2 + 12 A20
)
s + 9/4 Q4 +
(
18 A20 − 9 q
2
)
Q2 − 18 A20Q|q| = 0. (28)
This equation has two solutions. One is always negative. If the other is positive then the
stationary pattern is unstable. Its sign is that of 9/4 Q4 +(18 A20−9 q
2)Q2−18 A20Q|q|.
This way we obtain the stability diagram of the stationary pattern (figure 4), which
is very different with or without the non local term. The corresponding secondary
instability is usually called the Eckhaus instability (see Manneville [15]).
< ' '

	  ,  $ ﬃ   	ﬃ 0 1) )5!3  (3 	 0*+6 ?1)C5 	 .	1)I ﬃ 5ﬂ 	!$
12 Sultan, Boudaoud and Ben Amar
5. Conclusion
Very thin films of polar liquids may be unstable to fluctuations of the thickness when
the disjoining pressure is a decreasing function of thickness. We studied this instabil-
ity in the presence of diffusion limited evaporation and obtained a stability diagram.




α being the opposite of the derivative of the disjoining pressure with respect to the
thickness, γ the liquid-gas surface tension, µ the liquid viscosity, ρ its density, J0 the
imposed vapour diffusion rate far from the liquid and h0 the typical thickness of the
liquid film. Both evaporation and capillarity are always stabilizing. The instability can
be driven by a decreasing disjoining pressure, which is the case for thin films (thickness
in the range 1–100 nm) of polar liquids such as water. In particular, the numerical
values of Elbaum and Lipson [9] lead to an instability of typical wavelength 10 µm in
agreement with their observations.
We derived an amplitude equation for the thickness fluctuations. It showed that
the transition from the flat state to a periodically modulated thickness is continuous.
In contrast with usual amplitude equations, it contains non local terms. For instance,
even with an integro-differential equation for the height as in the Rosensweig instability
of ferrofluids, Friedrichs and Engel [14] found a local amplitude equation. These non
local terms are important when the amplitude varies spatially or for the stability of the
stationary pattern. As an example, we showed that the classical Eckhaus instability
may be dramatically changed.
Evaporation of thin films is more complex than it might appear, and many questions
remain open. We have restricted our study to diffusion limited evaporation. Much more
work is required to bridge the gap with the kinetically limited evaporation studied
in [10, 11, 12]. It would also be interesting to further investigate the consequences of
the non local terms.
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Appendix A. The Hilbert transform
A.1. Definition and basic properties













where we have taken the Cauchy principal value (symmetric limit) both at x and at∞.
The Hilbert transform has the property that H−1 = −H, except for constant functions
for which the transform is zero (H(Cst) = 0). It is also easy to show that
F−1(|k|F [f ]) = −
d
dx
H[f ]. (A 2)
A.2. Hilbert transform and slow space varying amplitude
In the weakly non-linear analysis, we have to compute quantities of the formH[A(²x) eikcx],
with 0 < ²¿ 1. We show here that
H[A(²x) eikcx] = A(²x)H[eikcx], (A 3)
is a good approximation for ² sufficently small (actually ² < |kc|). This formula was first
given without a validity criterium by Friedrichs and Engel [14]. The result is obvious
if ² = 0. Since A²(x) = A(²x) varies significantly only for a variation of x of the order
of 1/², the Fourier transform F [A²](k) of A² must be negligible outside (−², ²).
Let us first assume that the support of F [A²](k) is included in (−², ²) (i. e. it vanishes
outside). Then, using H[eikx] = i sgn k eikx (sgn k = ±1 if ±k > 0), we have
H[A²(x) e
ikcx] = i eikcx
∫ ²
−²
dkF [A²](k) sgn(k + kc) e
ikx .
Thus, (A 3) is prooved if ² < |kc|.
If F [A²](k) does not vanish outside of (−², ²), one can show that, when ² < |kc|, the
error for (A 3) is of the order of
∫∞
1/²F [A](k)dk.
Appendix B. Weakly non linear analysis
Here we detail the weakly non linear analysis outlined in section 4.2. We consider the
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We start with equations (8,20), assume that h is a function of x, X, t, T (fast and slow
scales) and substitute the derivatives according to
∂x → ∂x + ²∂X , ∂t → ∂t + ²
2∂T .
The height h is expanded as
h(x, t) = ²h1(x, t) + ²
2h2(x, t) + · · ·
Equations (8,20) can be formally rewritten as
Lh = N (h),
L being the linear part of the evolution operator which is expanded as L = Lc + ²L1 +






























































We now proceed to the solution order by order.
Order ²1: The equation is linear
Lch1 = 0 (B 1)
Since the null space of Lc also contains slow space varying height profiles (i.e. functions
of X) the general solution is h1 = (A11(X, T ) e
ikcx + c.c) + A10(X, T ), where the kc
wavenumber is given by the linear stability analysis (§ 4.1).
Order ²2: The equation has the form
Lch2 = −L1h1 −N
(2)(h1). (B 2)
We find L1h1 = −∂XH[A10] and, decomposingN
(2)(h1) into its Fourier modes (N22 e2ikcx + c.c.)+
(N21 e


























2. It implies h1 = 0, thus Lch2 = 0. The solution to (B 2) is then
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h2 = (A21(X, T ) e
ikcx + c.c) + A20(X, T ).
Order ²3: Due to h1 = 0, the equation does not contain non-linear contributions
Lch3 = −L1h2. (B 3)
Again, the right-hand side has to be orthogonal to the null space of Lc, so that A20 = 0.
Thus, h3 = (A31(X, T ) e
ikcx + c.c) + A30(X, T ). In contrast with standard weakly non-
linear studies [15], this order does not give the amplitude equation.
Order ²4: The equation is
Lch4 = −L1h3 − L2h2 −N
(4)(h2), (B 4)
where
N (4)(h2) = (N42 e















The secular part of N (4)(h2) vanishes since A20 = 0.


























A21 = 0. (B 6)
The solution to (B 4) is
h4 = (A42(X, T ) e
2ikcx + c.c) + (A41(X, T ) e















Order ²5: The equation is
Lch5 = −L1h4 − L2h3 − L3h2 −N
(5)(h2, h3), (B 7)
< '
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where
N (5)(h2, h3) = (N52 e
2ikcx + c.c.) + (N51 e













































































A30 +N50. (B 9)
Even if (B 8) is non-linear in A21 (see (B 5)), it does not give the nature of the
bifurcation. This is why we carry on computations to next order.
The solution at this order is
h5 = (A52(X, T ) e
2ikcx + c.c) + (A51(X, T ) e













Order ²6: The equation has the form
Lch6 = −L1h5 − L2h4 − L3h3 − L4h2 −N
(6)(h2, h3, h4) (B 10)
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After solving equations (B 5,B 9) for A30 and A40, we use the solvability condition that
the right-hand side of (B 10) is orthogonal to the null space of Lc and we obtain an
equation for A41. Introducing
A = ²A11 + ²
2A21 + ²
3A31 + ²
4A41 + · · · ,
the last equation for A41 can be resummed with equations (B 6,B 8) for A21 and A31.
























































































































The simplification of the amplitude equation in the limit of small kc is given in section
4.2.
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(rj − rmi ) · ni < 12d(i, i−1) + h
(@; |(rj − rmi ) · ni| < h
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x2 + (±− xφ(x))2 =
x
x2 (1 + φ(x)2) + 2
− ±2x
2φ(x)
[x2 (1 + φ(x)2) + 2][x2 + (±− xφ(x))2] .
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The Statistics of Crumpled Paper
Eric Sultan∗ and Arezki Boudaoud
Laboratoire de Physique Statistique, UMR 8550 du CNRS/Paris VI/Paris VII
E´cole normale supe´rieure, 24 rue Lhomond, F-75231 Paris Cedex 05, France
(Dated: September 5, 2005)
A statistical study of crumpled paper is allowed by a minimal 1D model: a self-avoiding line bent
at sharp angles – in which resides the elastic energy – put in a confining potential. Many independent
equilibrium configurations are generated numerically and their properties are investigated. At small
confinement, the distribution of segment lengths is log-normal in agreement with previous predictions
and experiments. At high confinement, the system approaches a jammed state with a critical
behavior, whereas the length distribution follows a Gamma law which parameter is predicted as a
function of the number of layers in the system.
PACS numbers: 68.55.-a,46.32.+x, 46.65.+g
When a sheet of paper is crushed, the formation of
a network of ridges is observed. The process is irre-
versible as energy accumulates in small regions leading
to localised plastic flow. Many fundamental questions
arise. What is the resistance of the crumpled ball to me-
chanical forces? What are the mechanisms of the cascade
of energy to small scales? What is the probability distri-
bution of lengths and energies? The two latter are similar
to the questions central to hydrodynamic turbulence [1].
Early experimental studies [2–4] of crumpled paper balls
focused on fractal properties such as the scaling of the
radius with the size of the flat sheet. The same prop-
erty was used to characterise the phases of microscopic
membranes [5] – such as red blood cells or graphitic ox-
ide – for which thermal fluctuations are relevant; these
microscopic membranes raise a number of numerical and
theoretical difficulties, particularly when self-avoidance
is implemented [6]. Crumpled paper was also viewed as
a self-affine surface which roughness was predicted and
measured [7, 8].
From elasticity theory [9], we know that thin elas-
tic plates have two modes of deformation: bending –
which involves curving the plate – and stretching – which
changes the distances on the plate. Bending is much
less expensive energetically than stretching so that pure
bending deformations should be always preferred. How-
ever, this is not possible for a number of boundary con-
ditions as shown in [10]; this leads to the formation of
a near-singular network of lines (stretching ridges) and
points (developable cones) where the expensive stretch-
ing energy is localised. Even if isolated ridges [11–13] or
d-cones [10, 14–16] are rather well-characterised, the un-
derstanding of a full network is far from being complete.
Most experimental and theoretical studies tackled situa-
tions with a small number of singularities [14, 17–20] or
a highly symmetric network [21, 22].
Our aim is to investigate numerically and theoreti-
cally the statistics of crumpled paper. The strength
of crumpled sheets was measured and found to involve
logarithmic relaxation and a critical behavior close to a
compact configuration [23]. Experiments also showed a
broad distribution for the length of ridges, either indi-
rectly – through noise emission [24, 25] – or directly –
through geometrical measurements [26]. This could be
explained [27] in terms of the hierarchical random break-
ing of ridges into smaller ones. However, full numerical
approaches [12, 28–30] are impeded by the complexity
of the problem and did not allow statistics on crumpled
paper. Here we introduce a minimal 1D model. We gen-
erate numerically a large number of equilibrium configu-
rations and study the resulting mechanical and geometri-
cal properties. In particular, we show a transition of the
length distribution from log-normal to Gamma and we
predict the parameter of the Gamma distribution using
arguments analogous to those used for mixing [31] and
spray formation [32].
A 2D crumpled sheet can be considered as a self-
avoiding polyhedron which energy is concentrated at the
edges (stretching ridges [13]) and vertices (d-cones [10]).
The 1D equivalent that we introduce is a self-avoiding
closed line bent at sharp angles and which energy is con-
centrated at the vertices (Fig. 1a). The important fea-
ture here is that the position of the vertices along the
line is free. This model can be viewed either as a rep-
resentation of a cut through a crumpled ball of paper
(Fig. 1b) or as accounting for a crumpled sheet such
that all ridges are parallel and have the same length
L. The state of the system is defined by the coordi-
nates (x′i, y
′
i) of the N vertices. The total length of the
line is conserved and set to 1 by defining its energy as a












2 + (y′i+1 − y
′
i)
2]1/2. In order to keep
the features of 2D sheets, the energy of each vertex is
taken as the energy of a ridge (an edge) bent with the
same angle φi – defined so that φi = 0 when the sheet
is flat – and of length L (the value of L is unimportant
as it will be scaled out). The line is put in a confining
quadratic potential of strength λ. The self-avoidance is
implemented through a hard-core interaction Ehc with in-
finite cost (a large number in the simulation) between all
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FIG. 1: a A compact equilibrium state of the 1D model. A
self-avoiding line bent at sharp angles φi with N segments
of free lengths `i is put in a confining quadratic potential
of strength λ. Here the number of vertices is N = 80, the
thickness h = 10−3 (in units of total line length) and the
confinement λ = 106. b Picture of a cut through a crumpled
ball of paper, courtesy E. Couturier.
pairs of segments, taking into account their thickness h.
The total energy reads
E = Σi tan
7/3 φi + λ
∫
r
2(s)ds + Ehc. (1)
r(s) is the (rescaled) position vector as a function of the
curvilinear coordinate along the line. The unit of energy
is the bending modulus of the sheet multiplied by the fac-
tor (L/h)1/3 that comes from the ridge energy [13]; the
unit of length is the total length of the line. The number
of vertices N and the thickness h – which appears only in
the hard-core interaction – are left as parameters whereas
the confinement λ is the control parameter. This system
has a large number of energy minima – which is favored
by self-avoidance – and our aim is to investigate the sta-
tistical properties of the corresponding equilibrium con-
figurations. Note that we do not account for the plastic
flow which reduces the stiffness of the ball and introduces
a history dependance in the equilibrium states.
In the numerical minimisation of the energy, Powell’s
algorithm [33] appeared as the most convenient to cope
with the discontinuities of the hard-core interaction. This
algorithm is built upon a set of M directions (M be-
ing the number of degrees of freedom) which are used
to determine the directions for the successive 1D min-
imisations. In order to obtain independent samples of
the metastable states of the system, the set of directions
is chosen at random. A better convergence was obtained
by running Powell’s algorithm 4 times and initialising the
set of directions before each run. Care was taken in opti-
mising the evaluation of the hard-core interaction which
is expensive (typically 90% of CPU time) because it in-
volves all pairs of segments. The results reported here
correspond to 4 values of N × 6 values of the thickness
h (in the range 10−5 to 10−2) × 150 samples × 40 values
of the confinement ∼ 105 minimisations with 100 to 200
degrees of freedom.
We first measured the gyration radius Rg = 〈r
2〉1/2
averaged over all samples as a function of the confine-
ment λ (e.g. Fig. 2 for N = 80). For a given sample, the
gyration radius depends on the choice of the sequence
of applied confinements λ = λ1, λ2 . . . as in the experi-
ments of [23]. This can be ascribed to the large number of
metastable states so that the equilibrium configuration is
selected by the history of the system. The process of av-
eraging over samples almost suppresses this dependence.
At low lambda, the equilibrium state is a regular closed
polyhedron so 2piRg ' 1. When λ reaches a threshold
λc ∼ 1, the polyhedron buckles and starts to fold. When
λ ∼ 100, many contact points have formed. Eventually
Rg decreases slowly with λ to a minimal value R
j
g value





with α = 0.3± 0.1. In this large λ regime, we also found
the total energy E and the energy of the ridges Er to scale
as
E ∼ λβ , Er ∼ λ
βr , (3)
with β = 1±0.05 and βr = 0.45±0.05. The exponents can
be understood as follows. The system reaches a jammed
state of radius Rjg, so that the main contribution to its
energy is the confining potential ∼ λRjg
2
and β = 1. The
main contribution of ridges comes from U-turns, i.e. from
the few ridges with angles φi = pi/2 − ², ² ¿ 1 being a
small angle. The radius of gyration approaches its lim-
iting value as Rg − R
j
g ∼ ²
2. Balancing the energy of
ridges ²−7/3 with the correction to the confining poten-
tial ∼ λ²2 yields α = 6/13 ' 0.46 and βr = 7/13 ' 0.54.
These exponents are slightly larger than in the numer-
ics. The value of α differs from the experimental [23]
and numerical [30] value α = 0.54 for 2D sheets probably
because of the different dimensionality.
We examined the correlations of the normals along the
line and we found them to be small except at high con-
finement or for zero thickness as some pairs of segments in
contact are exactly aligned. The probabilty distribution
of angles is symmetric with respect to zero and almost
!&>3v67"Wg
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FIG. 2: Gyration radius of the line Rg as a function of the
strength of the confining potential λ. Continuous line: aver-
age over 60 samples; dotted (resp. dashed) line: maximum
(resp. minimum) value of Rg among all samples. N = 80 and
h = 10−3. The differences between maximum and minimum
are relatively large; nevertheless, the standard deviation is
only of the order of 5 10−4.
flat – of course this probability vanishes for the maximal
angles φ = ±pi. In contrast, the distribution of distances
between two consecutive vertices appeared to be broad.
We first checked that a threshold on length (up to 10 h)
or angle (up to 10◦) – i.e. suppressing from the statistics
small segments or vertices with a small angle – does not
affect the results.
At small confinement (1 < λ . 104 or 1 > 2piRg &
0.2), we observe sequential buckling events such that
a part of the line folds inward reducing the radius of
the ball. As predicted in [27] and found experimentally
in [26], the hierarchical splitting of a line leads to a log-
normal distribution (see Fig. 3a) with probability density












This distribution is in agreement with our data (except
for sizes comparable to the thickness h), with a width σ in
the range 1.0–1.8, comparable to the experimental values
in the range 1.2–1.4 [26]. Note that these experiments
were performed at low confinement – 2piRg & 0.6 in units
of sheet length.
In contrast, at high confinement (λ & 104 or 2piRg .
0.2), we found that a Gamma distribution with density




provides a better fit to the data than a log-normal dis-
tribution which fails for the most likely sizes (Fig. 3b).
This can be accounted for as follows. The buckling pro-
cess is no longer hierarchical which at first sight should
lead to an exponential distribution of lengths PE(x =
`/〈`〉) = exp(−x) as the result of the random splitting
of a line [34]. However, at large confinement, many self-
contact points exist and segments in contact tend to cor-
relate. Let us define the number of layers NL as the mean
FIG. 3: The distribution of segments lengths P (`/〈`〉) nor-
malised by the mean length (N = 60 and h = 10−3). a Low
confinement λ = 900. The line is a best fit to a log-normal
distribution PLN (Eq. 4) with width σ = 1.59± 0.03. b High
confinement λ = 106. The two lines ares a best fits to a log-
normal distribution PLN (Eq. 4) and to a Gamma distribution
PΓ (Eq. 5) with parameter α = 1.64± 0.03.
number of intersections of the system with a straight half-
line starting from the center of the potential (see Fig. 1),
averaged over all directions and all samples. NL varies
from 1 at low confinement to about 5 at the largest con-
finements (except in the case h = 0: NL can be as large
as 7.5). Note that the number of layers is always smaller
than the simple estimate 1/(2piRg) (in the range 1–8)
which reflects the ”roughness” of the ball. The system
can be viewed as NL interacting layers. If they were in-
dependent, the distribution of lengths would be exponen-
tial PE. Here the lengths of segments in contact tend to
average. So the the length should be the mean of NL ex-
ponential random variables, i.e. a random variable with
a Gamma distribution PΓ of parameter α = NL. We
measured the parameter from the fit to the numerical
distributions and we found that, as soon as NL & 2.5,
α = a NL − b (6)
with a = 0.95 ± 0.1 and b = 2.05 ± 0.2 (Fig. 4). This in
agreement with our argument except that the effective
number of layer is smaller by 2 than NL, which simply
means that the system is slightly less correlated than if
two segments in contact had exactly the same length.
This robust behavior shows that the statistics is com-
<¿ﬃ
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FIG. 4: The parameter α of the Gamma distribution PΓ
(Eq. 5) as a function of the number of layers NL (defined
as the mean number of intersections of a half-infinite straight
line with the system, averaged over all directions of the line
and all samples).
pletly determined by the average number of layers in the
ball.
To summarise, we have introduced a simple 1D model
which allows a comprehensive statistical study of crum-
pled paper. At low confinement, a hierarchy of buckling
events leads to a log-normal distribution of lengths in
agreement with the predictions of [27] and the exper-
iments of [26]. At high confinement, jamming is ap-
proached with a critical behavior; self-avoidance leads to
self-correlations and to a Gamma distribution of lengths
solely determined by the number of layers in the system.
This increase in correlations accounts for the Hurst expo-
nent of compact paper balls [8] being larger than in the
loose balls of [26]. Obviously, our results call for experi-
mental measurements of length distributions at high con-
finement. Besides, our model can be refined in two ways.
First, the number of vertices could be made free but one
needs to find a criterion to add or suppress vertices. Sec-
ond, it could be extended to 2D which is more realistic
but yields a more difficult numerical task : if the sheet
is assumed to be a polyhedron, developability becomes
a local constraint at each vertex whereas self-avoidance
becomes even more computationally expensive.
This study was partially supported by the Ministe`re de
la Recherche–ACI Jeunes Chercheurs. We are grateful to
Mokhtar Adda-Bedia, Etienne Couturier and Ste´phane
Douady for discussions and to E. C. for Fig. 1a.
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